INTRODUCTION
Language acquisition occurs from the interaction between the child and the surrounding environment. Children use their cognitive and social skills to categorize, organize, and combine everything they learn separately through the stimuli they receive in the family environment. Children produce their first words when they are approximately one year old (1) . Learning a word is a multifactorial process which begins with the association between a phonetic input and a corresponding action or object in the environment. This first association is named fast mapping, and it involves an incomplete representation of the word. The continuous exposition to this word creates a robust association, which occurs in the slow mapping phase (2) . Open-class words (adjectives, adverbs, nouns, verbs, interjections) bear more robust references than closed-class words (articles, conjunctions, numerals, prepositions, pronouns) and, therefore, are the first to be acquired during language development. This occurs especially with nouns, which are relatively easy to be learned by children and open the way for the learning of words with less obvious relationships, or with more complex morphological structures. Verbs, in turn, are acquired later due to the initial difficulty children have to detect their conceptual and semantic components, or to understand how they are combined (3) . Verbs function as organizing elements of the syntactic structure and of the correct use of other word classes (4) . There are several clues (morphological and syntactic) involving language that may help identify a word as a verb. Morphological clues help define the part of speech that is unknown to the child (for example, verb termination). Syntactic clues show that a sentence is structured around a verb by predetermined rules (5) . In Brazilian Portuguese, children with typical development begin their language acquisition with nouns, but from the second year of life they present a slightly greater amount of verbs compared to nouns, which can be observed throughout preschool life. Verbs are predominantly acquired in the following order: intransitive, copula, transitive direct, transitive circumstantial, and transitive indirect (6) . However, some children may present difficulty in language development which results in differences in the way they acquire and use word classes. That is the case of children with language impairment (LI), characterized by specific difficulties in language aspects, with absence of factors such as hearing loss, neurological and cognitive development disorders, emotional problems, and environment deprivation (7, 8) . LI comprises two major language frameworks: language delay and specific language impairment. The first refers to a generalized delay in receptive and expressive language, but follows the same sequence of typical language development. The latter refers to atypical development of language skills due to specific problems in two or more language aspects (9) .
Due to the age range studied, we have chosen to use the general term language impairment (LI), considering that differentiation between the frameworks of delay and specific impairment by maintenance of language deficits after therapeutic intervention could only be used when all individuals were over five years old.
Children with LI present limited language processing ability, which interferes with the acquisition and processing of language in real time. Thus complex linguistic operations can overload their capacity, resulting in competition for resources between the different language processing stages, so that their early stages are benefited (10) . Among the many linguistic difficulties that may be manifested in this group, impairment in the use of verbs is commonly identified as a characteristic aspect (11) . The development of grammar morphology in this population tends to fall short compared with that observed in children with typical development. This difficulty is evidenced by late acquisition of grammatical morphemes and maintenance of primitive grammar structures (12) , which may occur because of possible deficits in word processing owing to phonological or working memory impairment (13) . Children with LI are more dependent on the frequency of stimulation and lexical-semantic information (14) and less able to retain new verbs than younger children with typical language development (15) . Therefore, they need a greater variety of verbs stored in their lexicon to abstract the morphological rules of their language and thus develop a more widespread knowledge of verbs (11) , in addition to being less likely to vary the choices of their verbs, matching younger children paired by vocabulary (16) . Nevertheless, language interferes with the nature of the difficulties that the speaker with LI will face when using verbs. In English, it is observed that this difficulty occurs with respect to its diversity and the correct use of morphology, which remains throughout schooling (17) , and it can be considered one of its clinical signs (3) . In Spanish, there are reports of difference in the pattern of eye movements for verbs with different number of arguments, with greater difficulty in recognizing those with three arguments (18) . Frequent use of infinitive verb forms is reported for speakers of Catalan and Spanish (19) , as well as of English (20) . Such a fact is justified because this verb mode shows no variation in grammatical agreement, which reduces its linguistic processing demand (19) . In Brazilian Portuguese, there are findings that indicate some difficulty associated with the identification of how many and which complements are required by a verb so that its meaning is complete and understood (4) . Considering the lack of information regarding the acquisition and use of verbs, the present study aimed to compare the functional use of verbs and nouns by Brazilian Portuguese-speaking children with language impairment (LI) and to verify whether their use of these word classes is different from that of children with typical language development (TLD). This study also aimed to compare the use of each verb type between groups.
METHODS
This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the aforementioned institution under number 1159/09. All individuals had their Informed Consent Forms signed by their parents or guardians.
Participants
The LI group was composed of 20 preschoolers who were undergoing speech therapy weekly at the Laboratory of Speech-language Pathology Investigation on Language Development at the Department of Physiotherapy, Speech-language Pathology and Occupational Therapy of the School of Medicine at the Universidade de Sao Paulo -USP. The individuals' age ranged between 3 years and 2 months and 6 years and 10 months (Table 1) .
Exclusion criteria established in the literature (7) were used in this study. Inclusion criteria comprised performance in expressive language below expectations in at least two standardized tests: vocabulary (21) , speech-language pathology (22) , or mean length of utterance (MLU) (4) , as well as receptive and/or expressive language age below chronological age based on the third edition of the Test of Early Language Development (TELD-3) (23) adapted to Brazilian Portuguese (24) . It should be noted that, due to age range, it was not possible to conduct the Non-verbal Intelligence Test (Non-verbal IQ), thus children with altered neuropsychomotor development history (delay greater than six months in relation to the expected in typical development to sit, walk, and control the head and sphincters) were not included. However, it is worth mentioning that, as these children were under speech therapy when they reached the age to be included in the study, all of them underwent evaluation to verify intellectual performance, and no impairment was found in any of the cases.
The TLD group consisted of 60 preschoolers aged 2 to 4 years ( Table 1) . Data collection occurred in a public elementary education institution in the city of Sao Paulo. Individuals were paired according to expressive language age, for example, a child with LI with expressive language age equivalent to four years was matched to the control group of 4-year-olds. In total, two individuals had expressive language age equivalent to 2 years, seven individuals presented expressive language age equivalent to 3 years, and 11 individuals had expressive language age equivalent to 4 years.
Material and methods
For data collection, a room was previously prepared with a camcorder on a tripod and some toys on a carpet. During collection, the child was encouraged to interact with the speech therapist for a period of 30 minutes. The evaluator asked open questions aiming to propitiate the child's best communicative initiative situation.
Considering the age groups studied and the need to obtain spontaneous speech, speech samples were collected from both groups through ludic interaction using the following toys: animal farm, transportation, food, kitchen utensils, and two dolls. The interactions were video recorded using a digital camcorder.
It is worth mentioning that, in the case of children with LI, the interactions occurred with the speech therapist who was attending the child in order to guarantee a familiar situation. In the control group, the same researcher interacted with all the children in the educational environment; however, this researcher had interacted with all individuals before data collection, and was, therefore, familiarized with them (6) . All speech therapists received the same training and were supervised by one of the study authors during the collection of speech samples.
From the data collected, 100 segments were transcribed from the most intense communicative interaction period established with the individuals within the 30 minutes recorded, as proposed by Brown (25) . After transcription, all nouns and verbs present in the selected speech sample were tabulated. All verbs were classified according to Lima (26) in intransitive, transitive direct, transitive indirect, transitive relative, transitive circumstantial, and bitransitive.
Importantly, the classification of verbs occurred in accordance with the use determined by each speaker. Therefore, a transitive direct verb used without a complement was classified as intransitive. Similarly, a transitive indirect verb used with a complement without a preposition was classified as transitive direct.
Data analysis
Duly tabulated data were submitted to statistical treatment using the software SPSS 18 (distribution type; descriptive and inferential analysis). Normality of data distribution was observed only for the LI group; therefore, the Paired t-test was used for intragroup comparisons between the number of nouns and verbs and the Mann-Whitney test was applied for analysis between the groups. A statistical significance level of 5% was adopted and significant results were marked with an asterisk. Caption: LI = language impairment; TLD = typical language development
RESULTS

Use of nouns and verbs
Preschoolers with LI use verbs more frequently than nouns in their production of spontaneous speech (Graph 1).
Comparison between the performance of individuals with LI and TLD showed that the use of nouns cannot be distinguished between these groups regardless of expressive language age. Regarding the use of verbs, no distinction was observed in the 2 and 4-year-old subgroups, but 3-year-old individuals with LI produced more verbs than their peers (Table 2) .
transitive direct verbs more often than their peers in the 2 and 3-year-old subgroups; bitransitive verbs in the 3 and 4-year-old subgroups; and copular verbs in 4-year-old subgroup. Finally, individuals with TLD used transitive circumstantial verbs more frequently than their peers in all age groups (Table 3) . 
Graph 1. Comparison of use of nouns and verbs in the LI group
Types of verbs used
The verbs most commonly used by children with LI were copula, intransitive, and transitive direct (Graph 2).
Comparison between individuals with LI and TLD with respect to the use of verbs did not show difference between intransitive, transitive indirect, transitive relative, and transobjective verbs produced at all ages. Nevertheless, individuals with LI used 
DISCUSSION
The aim of this study was to investigate the use of nouns and verbs by preschool children with language impairment (LI) and to compare their performance with that of their peers with typical language development (TLD).
Regarding the quantitative comparison between nouns and verbs used by individuals with LI, the results show that these preschoolers used verbs more often than nouns in their production (Graph 1). This finding differs from the results obtained in international studies which report that English-speaking individuals with LI showed better performance in the use of nouns compared with verbs (5, 13, 18, 27) . English-speaking children with LI show slower verb learning (13) , as well as difficulties in rapid mapping (5) and linguistic processing (18) . However, these differences may result from the language spoken, as our findings reproduce what has been observed in Brazilian preschoolers with typical development (6) .
Interestingly, no differences were found between individuals with LI and their peers with respect to expressive language age for the use of nouns (Table 2 ). This shows that children in the LI group use nouns similarly to their peers, but in a slower way, which is a characteristic of this language impairment (4) . Therefore, it is important to emphasize that the individuals in the LI group had higher chronological age than their peers, which evidences this delay.
When this comparison considered the verbs, there was no difference in the 2 and 4-year-old subgroups, but individuals with LI in the 3-year-old subgroup produced more verbs than their peers (Table 2) . LI individuals show a gap between their chronological and language ages; therefore, although they were paired by expressive language age, they have been exposed to language longer, and thus may have used more verbs than their language peers. Moreover, considering their more advanced chronological age, it is possible that they have been less uniform in their language development, so that specific differences such as these would be understandable.
These findings may differ from the results obtained for English language, because English verbs are 'tight' and suffer few variations in person, tense, and mode. In contrast, verbs in Brazilian Portuguese and Roman languages in general, present many variations in person, number, tense, and mode (19) . Such variations allow the same verb to be exposed in different forms to speakers; therefore, the higher the frequency of a verb in a stimulus, the more often and flexibly it may occur in children's speech, facilitating its learning (6) . Regarding the classification of type of verbs produced by the preschoolers with LI, the most commonly used verbs were intransitive, copula, and transitive direct (Graph 2). Our results corroborate international findings in English on the difficulties regarding the use of verb arguments by individuals with LI (10, 19, 20, 28) . Children with LI use verbs omitting their arguments because their learning process is difficult and is related to verb complexity (28, 29) . Comparison between individuals with LI and their peers according to expressive language age allowed the observation of specific differences: higher frequency of use of transitive direct verbs at 2 and 3 years old, bitransitive verbs at 3 and 4 years old, and copular verbs at 4 years old by individuals with LI (Table 3) . Once again, the gap between chronological and language ages may have contributed to these differences, especially regarding copular verbs; individuals at the language age of 4 years may have already realized that this type of verb is of simple use and, therefore, use them more frequently.
However, as for transitive circumstantial verbs, the opposite standard was observed at all ages, that is, the group with TLD used this type of verb more often than children with LI ( Table 3) . As this type of verb demands a complement that may or may not be prepositional, its use requires that the speakers have more comprehensive language skills in grammar structure, which could explain its less frequent use by individuals with LI (26) . In summary, frequent omission of verb complements is observed, which justifies the large number of intransitive verbs (30) ; and that copular verbs, in turn, have only the function to link the predicate to the subject.
It's worth mentioning that some factors may have limited the results of our study. The task composed by spontaneous speech allowed the verification of the functional use of language and grammar classes of nouns and verbs by individuals with LI, demonstrating their real language and communicative skills. However, it also contributed to questioning involving the context, as a possible influence to the omission of verb arguments. Therefore, although spontaneous speech is an important sample on the effective use of language and valuable from the standpoint of evaluation and rehabilitation, it may be useful to conduct a study with a design more focused on verb complementation in order to clarify our objectives.
In addition, the current study included a small number of individuals with LI, which became even smaller samples when divided by expressive language ages. Aware of this factor, we highlight that, even though our statistical results are reliable, a larger sample could show more robust data for the study of language development and acquisition and use of verbs by children with LI.
However, we emphasize the validity of our findings to speech-language pathology clinical practice, because this analysis clearly and objectively provides important clues about the functional use of language and allows accurate measurements on these different word classes in the sequence of spontaneous speech. Similarly, it enables the tracing of therapeutic strategies directed to morphosyntax based on the expressive language age of each subject, following the standard expected for typical development at this stage.
Finally, in order to investigate the production and grammatical use of verbs, we suggest that further studies be conducted with analyses on the variability of verb production of individuals with LI. This way, we believe that it will be possible to infer more consistently about the effect of time exposure to language on the use of verbs, as well as whether the amount of verbs produced by a subject could be indicative of greater or lesser language maturity.
CONCLUSION
Brazilian Portuguese-speaking preschoolers with language impairment use verbs more frequently than nouns in spontaneous speech activity. The use of nouns did not differ between individuals in the LI group and their peers with typical language development, but the use of verbs at 3 years of age was higher in the LI group.
Regarding the types of verbs, individuals with LI use copular, intransitive, and transitive direct verbs more often. Comparison between the groups revealed few differences in the use of transitive direct, bitransitive, and copular verbs; only transitive circumstantial verbs were used more often by children with TLD at all ages.
